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Background
Fortune	Magazine	(2018)	reports	that	smart	
business	leaders	“are embracing the idea 
that design - channelling insight to delight 
and truly connect with customers and users 
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Businesses are increasingly facing complex, even wicked, operating conditions with hyper-
competition, digital disruption, faster cycle-times, a shift in power to their consumers 
and often a race to the bottom in pricing as the internet provides a new (and, at times, 
unhelpful) level of transparency. The twin forces of globalisation and digitisation are 
removing the traditional barriers to entry so that established firms can no longer rely on 
manufacturing capacity, global supply chain or even great distribution channels to stop 
challengers capsizing their business.  Despite such hostile conditions, companies are still 
tasked with revenue and share growth. Many businesses look to innovation as their saviour 
and they pile resources into new product development. However, results are generally 
patchy because innovation is risky, it’s messy, it’s nonlinear, it carries a high risk of failure 
and most companies don’t have the skilled personnel or the experience to navigate their 
way through the potential minefield of creating new products, new experiences, new 
services or new business models. 
 
But there is one innovation technique, in particular, to which many businesses are turning. 
Design Thinking has attracted significant attention in the management journals, in the 
business press and in business in general. It has been championed by established global 
brands like Apple and, equally, by disruptors like Hailo and Airbnb. Ironically, the one 
constituency in which it is still regarded with a degree of suspicion is the design industry 
itself. Some suggest that this is because the design community are shy of oversimplifying 
their object of study. This article will examine the rise of Design Thinking and explain 
precisely what it is and how it has evolved from the theory and practice of design. Finally, 
we speculate whether the Prodigal Son is, in fact, a relevant metaphor and we conclude 













that:	‘In the UK, for example, the government-
funded national Design Council, argues that 
design thinking plays a key role in innovation 
(Design Council, 2009). In Denmark, a cross-
ministerial innovation unit called MindLab 
combines design-centred thinking and social 




































































human-centred innovation process that 
emphasises observation, collaboration, fast 
learning, visualisation of ideas, rapid concept 




as:	‘the search for a magical balance  
between business and art, structure and  
chaos, intuition and logic, concept and 





‘Design Thinkers exhibit curiosity and 
empathy in their efforts to interpret how 
target populations engage with their world. 
They deploy various investigative techniques 
that have the potential to illuminate 
problems in new ways and indicate effective 








































































































‘a synthesis of methods drawn from many 
fields that, when sewn together helpfully 



































































says	that	‘design (doing) is a complex 














“For experienced designers the process is not 
split up in separate steps and actions but the 
process is an undivided whole with automatic, 
unconscious steps, actions based on common 











































intellectual activity that produces material 
artefacts is no different fundamentally from 
the one that prescribes remedies for a sick 










‘Everyone designs who devises courses of 
action aimed at changing existing situations 





Figure 1: The Darden Model of Design Thinking - an end-to-











































































‘Everyone can and does design. We all design 
when we plan for something new to happen, 
whether that might be a new version of 
a recipe, a new arrangement of the living 
room furniture or a new layout of a personal 
webpage. (...) So Design Thinking is something 
inherent in human cognition: it is a key part of 
what makes us human.’ (Cross,	1982)	
	
With	his	theory	of	“a designerly way of 
knowing”,	Nigel	Cross	suggests:	
‘For too long a narrow idea of human 
reasoning has prevailed which only accepts 
simple induction and deduction as worthy of 
the name of thinking. But there is a prior and 
pervasive kind of reasoning that scans a scene 
and sizes it up, packing into one instant’s 
survey a process of matching, classifying and 
comparing. [...] Metaphoric appreciation, as 
all the words we have used suggest, is a work 
of approximate measurement, scaling and 








in	which	the	designer	“must make sense of 
an uncertain situation that initially makes 
no sense.”	He	challenged	Simon’s	view	of	a 






for:	‘an epistemology of practice implicit 
in the artistic, intuitive processes which 
some practitioners do bring to situations 
of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and 




















the	capacity	to ‘integrate useful knowledge 
from the arts and sciences alike but in ways 
that are suited to the problems and purposes 





has no subject matter, that’s what makes 




















1960	summary:	‘class of social system 
problems which are ill-formulated, where 
the information is confusing, where there 
are many clients and decision makers with 
conflicting values, and where the ramifications 




Figure 2: McKim’s Visual Thinking Strategies - 

















produce	“the solution”…’ ‘In order to cope with 
ill-defined problems, the designer has to learn 
to have the self-confidence to define, redefine 
and change the problem-as-given in the light 























‘ignoring the grammar of visual perception 







































































































































































































































design	and	this	is ‘quite problematic for a 
design research community that has been 
shy of oversimplifying its object of study, 















































them	in	these	words:	“My sons, if you are 
of one mind, and unite to assist each other, 
you will be as this bundle, uninjured by all 
the attempts of your enemies; but if you are 
divided among yourselves, you will be broken 
as easily as these sticks.” 
	
It	can	be	argued	there	is	more	that	connects	
Design	and	Design	Thinking	than	divides	
them.	Further,	design	has	more	to	gain	
from	embracing	Design	Thinking	as	its	
parent,	welcoming	it	back	to	the	fold	and	
controlling	how	it	develops	than	it	does	from	
standing	aside	from	it	and	allowing	it	thrive	
and	possibly	even	overshadow	its	original	
discipline.	Design	and	Design	Thinking	will	
be	far	stronger	together	than	apart.	We	
should	listen	to	Aesop!	
TOPICAL DEBATES
Page 15
